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To accomplish cultural relevance in the classroom for 
Indian students, changes in instructional methods must complement 
alterations in course content. Since learning styles, like cultural 
features, may vary for Indian students, the effective teacher will 
master a matching teaching style adapted to emphasize unique cultural 
strengths rather than to compensate for perceived inadequacies. 
Although there remain individual differences, common patterns of 
intellectual abilities, thinking styles, and interests characterize 
those who share a common cultural background. The resulting learning 
style encompasses sensory mode and perception, physical setting, 
general learning conditions, and cognitive processing. learning style 
is "the usual or characteristic manner of acquiring kncwledg*-, , skills 
or understanding." Studies of Indian learning styles have focused on 
perceptual and spatial abilities, environmental factors, impulsive 
vs. reflective response, relational vs. analytical styles, and 
simultaneous vs. successive processing. Results indicate Indian 
student strength in imaginal coding, holistic processing, and 
simultaneous processing, but relative weakness in verbal coding. 
Teachers may be able to develop strength in simultaneous processing 
into successive processing ability. (MM) 
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LEARNING STYLES AND INDIAN SlUiiENTS 
A REVIEW OF RESEARCH 



Arthux J. More, Ph.D. 
Faculty of Education, University of B.C. 



Introduction 



"I am convinced that if I understood tiiore about the learning 
styles of my native Indian students, I could do a far better job 
of helping them. reach their educational potential. I know that 
we, as teachers, are missing many educational opportunities 
because we assume that all our students learn the same way." 
These words, from a teacher at a professional de^velopment 
workshop, reflect the concerns of a growing body of teachers and 
educational researchers. 

Attempts to bring cultural relevance to Indian students in 
the classroom have focussed largely on curV 1 cul um--t he content, 
rather than on ins t ruct ion-- the process. Learning style has the 
potential for focussing cultural relevance on the instructional 
process. Attempts to improve educational achievement of Indian 
students have too frequently emphasized a "deficit approach" 
concentrating on overcoming weaknesses. Learning style has the 
potential for emphasizing strengths. 

There is a great deal of promise to a learning styles 
approach which, first, attempts to understand differences and 
similarities in the learning styles of Indian students and, 
second, attempts to match tieaching styles to learning styles. 

Research has demonstrated th^t there is a cultural component 
to learning style differences (Berry, 1976). ^essick concluded 
that "ethnic groups, independent of socioeconomic status, display 
characteristic patterns of abilities thaly^are strikingly 
different from one another" (1976, p. 135). Lesser found that 
"people who shf're a common cultural background will also share, 
to' a certain extent, common patterns of intellectual abilities^ 
thinking styles and interests" C1976, p. 137). 

This is not to deny individual differences. It is to say 
that cultural differences are one component of individual 
differences. Nor is it to say that' cultural differences are 
greater or more important than individual differ- ences. That 
remains an unanswered, question. (For more informatio n\o n 
cross-cultural differences and o.ognitive processes, see Berry, 
1976, 1980 and Dasen, 1977). 
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The purpose of this paper is to review the research on 
learning style and Canadian native Iifd i a n , s t u d e n t s . The paper 
Includes some references to the broader cross-cultural context of 
learning style. It also Includes some reference to studies of 
the Metis and the Inuit, as well as the Native Indians of the 
United States. However the main focus is on Canadian Indians. 

s 

Meaning of Learning Style 

There is a confusing array of definitions of learning style. 
Indeed few studies ever define the term precisely. The reader 
is usually left with only an implied definition. The semantic 
problem is exacerbated by confusion with relateld terms such as 
cognitive style, teaching style, and learning abilities. 

1. Various Meanings 

1.1 Sensory Mode and Perception 

Many studies limit learning style to sensory input modes, 
attempting to assess the relative effectiveness of learning 
through hearing, seeing or touching. Some studies broaden this 
slightly to include general perceptual abilities. A recent 
review, using this relatively limiting definition, was provided 
by Kaulbach ( 1984) . 

1.2 Physical Setting 

Other studies limit learning style to the physical 
characteristics of the setting in which the learning takes place. 

The approach of Dunn and Dunn, pai;, ticularly through their 
Learning Style Inventory, uses this approach (Dunn and Dunn, 
1978, Davidman, 1981) by emphasizing stimuli and elements. 

1.3 General Learning Conditions 

My Ljlleagues and I have carried out a series of structured 
interviews and workshops with teachers. We have found that for 
many teachers, learning style refers to the broad rangs of 
learning conditions surrounding the learner including modality, 
physical setting, type of instruction and teacher/ learner 
relationships (see also Hunt, 1979, p. 27). We have also found 
that many teachers do not clearly distinguish between learning 
style and educational problems faced by their Indian students 
(Report in preparation). 

1.4 Learning style as Cognitive Processes 

A considerable amount of research has been carried out 
which regards learning style as internalized cognitive processes. 
Indeed this has resulted in confusion with the term "cognitive 
style" '(see discussion below). The concern in such studies is 
not for environmental and stimulus conditions but for the 
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cognitive processes by which th.e lesmer processes information 
and which determines how the lefi.ner responds' to his or ber 
environment. Terms such as i rap u 1 s 1 ve / r e f 1 e c t i v e , verbalV 
nonverbal, gl o ba 1 /a nal y t i c and field dependent/field independent 
are common to such studies. 

1.5 Style as "Characteristic", "Usual", "Preferred" or "Besc" 

The connotation of the word "style" varies considerably 
between researchers. For some It refers to a pervasive 
psychological characteristic that cuts across intellectual 
perceptual and in t erpe r s ona 1' f unc t ioni ng (Witkin-and Berry, 1975;* 
fcoJ^* Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition! 

1 982 , p. 659-6.63 ; Gregorc, 1984, p. 51). Style as the "usual" or 
preferred manner of learning is implied in a number of learning 
style scales (Satferly and Brimer, 1972; Mamchur, 1981). Style 
Is also taken as the "best" or "most effective" manner in which a 
person learns (Hunt, 1979). 

This writer prefers a use of style that connotes a broader 
application than. "preferred" or "best". The use of "style" as 
the "characteristic" manner in which a learner functions is more 
effective. This makes It possible to separate out the question 
of preference and effectiveness. For example there are situations 
in the characteristic manner of learning to read, for a 
particular Indian student, is not effective or is not preferred. 

2. Confusion With Other Terras 
2.1 Cognitve Style and Learning Style 

A. great deal of research has been carried out in recent 
years, on the concept of cognitive style. The application of 
cognitive style research to learning styles has been of great 
benefit to learning stylo research. Unfortunately there is also 
a great deal 'of confusion between the meaning of the two terras. 



Messick describes cognitive styles as "consistent individual 
differences in the ways of organizing and processing information 

These styles represent consistencies in the manner or form of 

cognition, as dls tinci„J'irbm the content of cognition or the level 
of skill displayed/T. . ."( 1 976 , p. 5). In the Handbook of Human 
Intelligence, cognitive styles are defined as "characteristic, 
self-consistent modes of functioning found pervasively throughout 
an individual's cognition" (Laboratory of Comparative Huaic-n 
Cognition, .1 982 , p. 658). 

A clear distinction between cognitive style and learning' 
style is not given in the literatura. This writer prefers I 
distinction bised on the difference between cognition nnd 
learning--a distinction which regards learning as one coMi)onent 
cognition. Thus learning style is that component of cogniLiv.! 
style which applies to learning. 
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2.2 Teaching Style and Learning 

Teaching and learning style can be distinguished on the 
basis of differences between teaching and learning* They are, in 
effect, two sides of the same coin; one side involving the 
learner, the other side involving th^ teacher* For . examp 1 e , a 
teacher's most effective teaching style may not corresi^ond to the 
student's most effective learning style (see Smith and Renzulh, 
1984 for a more complete, practical discussion). 

2*3 Learning Style and Learning Abilities , 

There is frequent confusion between learning style and 
learning abilities. Learning style relates to the characteristic 
or usual manner by which a student learns; learning abilities 
related to how effectively or how mucha student learns. For 
example, a student may attempt to learn difficult c;oncepts in 
science by conjuring up mental images (learning style), even 
though that student does not learn well (learning ability) by 
that process. 

3# Proposed Definition 

For the remainder of this paper learning style is defined, 
unless otherwise indicated, as: 

the usual or chariJ ct er i s ti c manner of acquiring knowledge, 
skills, or understanding. 

Thisdefinition is intended to be interpreted in its 
'broadest sense to include all of the processes discussed above, 
from modality a^nd perception to Internal mediation and 
information processing* We have used this definition in our 
studies at the University of B.C. and have found that, although 
it lacks precision, it does convey the general sense in which we 
are us ing the te rm i 



The Studies 

Despite a great deal of interest in learning styles by 
educators and the native Indian community, only a limited amount 
of research has been carried out* One group of studies dealt 
with modality and perceptual abilities (MacArthur, 1973, 1978). 
A much larger group of studies dealt with bipolar distributions, 
such as field dependence/field independence (Weitz, 1971) and 
g 1 o bal / a na 1 y t i ca 1 processing (Das et al , 1 97 9 ). A small number 
of studies has been concerned with teaching and communication 
styles (Erikson and Mohatt, 1982; Scollon and Scollon, 1981)* 
Very little research has been done on traditional Indian learning 
styles although two studies (Vernon, 19 6 9 and Weitsi, 1971) 
related general traditional cultures to learning style. 
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A great deal of attention has been devoted recently to 
hemispheric specialization and cognitive abilities, often 
referred to as right brain/left brain differtinces. Unfortunately 
a great deal of the writing has not been carefully founded in 
r^ssearch and consists of highly que s i: icnabl e ove r g 2 ne ral i z a t i ons 
(for example, see Ross, 1982). Excel lent sunraaries of 
hemispheric specialization studies appear in Bradshaw and 
Nettleton (1981) and Allen (1983). Tb. ere are likely some 
relationships between hemispheric specialization and learning 
style (Bradshaw and Nettleton, 1981, p. 62). Howesrer this v/riter 
is not aware of any such studies involving Indian students. 

The remainder of this section summarizes the studies under 
the. head ings : (1) modality and perceptual studies; (2) bipolar 
drstributions; (3) teaching and c 0 mm^u n i c a t i o n styles; and' (A) 
traditional learning styles. 



1. Modality and Perceptual Studios 

' 

Kaulback recently reviewed studies of the performance of 
Indi?n students on visual, auditory, and kinesthetic perceptual 
tasks (198A) a], though most of his studies involved American 
Indians and Eskimor., He interpreted the results of studiof; with 
the Draw -A- Man tests and the Illinois Test of Psycholinguist, ic 
Abilities as supporting the hypothesis that "Indian and Inuit 
children are mosc successful at processing visual information a.nd 
hasre the most difficulty performing well on tasks saturated witli 
verbal c o n t e n t . , . . ( Howe ve r ) ii is too premature to imply from 
these results alone that Native children are deficit in tl^, eir 
ability to conceptualize through language," (ibid, p. 30). 

Vernon found thftt the most highly developed abilities for 

Canadian Inuit and northern Indian students were perceptual and 

spaiial abilities (1969). Bowd (1971) found that Native boys had 
well-developed spatial/mechanical abill*-les. 

These studies relate only indirectly to learning sty], e in 
that they are concerned with learning abilities not btyle. There 
Is no indication of the use tc v/hich these ab-iilties are put in 
learning tasks, than if these abilities' made up the 
"characteristic" manner of learning. 



2. Bipolar Distribut io is 

Many of the approaches to learning style and cognitive style 
are based on bipolar distributions of characteristics . ^ , 
impulsive / reflective), each pole having adaptive w a I v. v. in 
different circumstances. Some of tb.esd' distributions have hccu 
researched extremely carefully, for e x a in p 1 e field J p p o ii ti e n c o / 
field independence and .simultaneous / successive pioccsoin^j. 
0 1 h e r s h a V e n o t . 
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2.1 Field Dependent/Field Independent 

Field dependence/ f ield' independence (FD/FI) is based on a 
continuum between those who are dominated by their surrounding 
field or environment (FD) and those who are Independent of it 
(FX). An individual's position on this continuum is fairly 
consistent over a variety of perceptual, intellectual and social 
processes. For example an Individual who can readily separate a 
figure from its embedded background (a perceptual process) will 
likely be able to separate out, readily, one component from a 
mathematical problem (an intellectual p r o c e s s ) . ' The FX person 
will impose his or her own structural a field (spatial or 
conceptual) ' more readily. The FD is more ""'socially aware and' more 
responsive to those around him or her (Witkin et al, 1977). 

MacArthur (1968) found that Canadian Eskimos and northern 
Indians, as representatives of hunting/gathering societies were 
.laore FX, that is, mora able to impose a structure on a field when 
it has little inherent organization (e.g. unmapped territory), as 
a result of their living style and child rearing practices. 

Weitz (1971) studied two. Indian cultural groups, Algonkian 
and Athapaskan, and witliin these groups separated out urban, 
transitional and traditional groups as,well ? s male-female and 
older-younger, She found that the overall group scored very high 
on FI; the Algonkians were more FI than the A t ha pa ska n-s ; the 
tradition a I peopie mo ire FI than urban people; females mbre FI 
than males; and, older people generally more FI than younger 
people . 

There have been no developmental studies which have analyzed 
changes in FI/FD over the school years, or studies of FI/FD in 
relation to various types of learning tasks. , 

2.2 Impulsive/Reflective 

The impulsive/reflective distribution relates to the speed 
with which an individual responds to a question, and the 
corresponding error rate. The impulsive learner responds more 
quickly and has a higher error rate. The reflective- learner 
respondr more slowly a'nd has a lower error rate (Messer, 1 9 76 ). 

No studies of Indian subjects on this distribution have been 
reported. However, given the apparent cultural differences 
between Indian and non-Indian studencs in classroom que s t 1 o n- and- 
answer sessions, this appears to be a fertile area for study. 

/ 

2.3 Relational/Analy tlcal 



The relational/analytical concc;pt.ual style distribution was 
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described by Cohen ( 1 969) as. emanating f r oml s h a r e d - f u nc t i o n . 
primary, social groups (relational style) or Eorraally organized 
relational^ groups. Koenlg (1981) analyzed responses of Indian. 
Metis, Inuit and non-native subjects according to the<^ 
relational and analytic styles. Koenig found that 'the Native 
subjects tended to think in relational styles whereas the 
non-Native subjects tended to think in analytic styles. The 
results also showed the Indian and Inuit subjects somewhat more 
analytical than the Metis subjects. 

2.4'^ Simul t aneous / Succe s s i ve 

The simultaneous/successive processing dimension put forward 
by Das et a] ( 1 9 7 5 , 1 9 7 9 ) ba s e d " on wo r k by Luria ( 1 966 ), has 
attracted a great deal of research interest. 

Simultaneous processing refers to the synthesis of separate' 
elements into a group, or perceiving things as a whole --a 
holistic, global process. Successive procesRing refers to 
processing information in a serial or sequential order--ar 
analytic, ordered process (Das^et al, 1975). For example, in 
^"J^u "^^f*^^"^' sight word vocabulary uses simultaneous processing 
and phonics uses successive processing. 

KrywanluU 0 974 ) tested low achieving, grade three Indian 
and white chi.aren. and found that even though their general 
ability scores were equivalent, the Indian studen^ts scored higher 
on simultaneous m^easures and lower on successive measures than 
the white students. He also found that although both groups 
snowed a similar factor structure, different factor loadings 
indicated that the Indian studbnts were processing some of the 
tasks quite differently from tne white*. Similar results wer« 
alsq obtained by Das, Manos and Kanungo (i 9 7 5 ). Kaufmati and 
Kaufman (1983, pp. 152-4) found similar results with Navajo 
children but not with a more assimilated group of Sioux children. 



My colleagues" and I are currently carrying out a study of 7 
and 10 year-old Indian and non-Indian students in Gouth-cent ral 
B.C. to investigate this area more extousively. Preliminary 
results indicate that the Indian students have a relative 
strength in simultaneous processing and different factor loadings 
again showing different processing. 

The simultaneous/successive results illustrate a serious 
mismatch between learning styles of Indian students and the 
teaching of beginning reading. Most beginning reading programs 
exphasize successive processes through a phonetic approach. 
However the s t r e n g ). h of Indian students is in simultaneous 
processing. Is this mismatch part of the cause of the extensive 
readiag problems of Indian students? We are presently developing 
a multiple intervention study to begin answering that q.iestlcn. 

The simultaneous/successive continuum can b- related to 



other cognitive style contlhua Including FI/FD, serlalism/hollsm, 
ref lec t ion-lmpuls ivl ty and conceptual level (Das et al 1979> pp. 
140-144), and to the a nal y t i c / ho 1 i s t i c dichotomy (Brddshaw and 
Nettleton, 1981, p. 51). It Is securely based In a theoretical 
model and there are number of' precise Instruments for measuring 
on the continuum (Das etal, 1979, pp. 51-53). The continuum 
also relates to the intuitive notion of traditional Indian 
culturies as holistic and global rather than analytic and 
sequent lal . 

As a result the simultaneous/successive continuum shows 
considerable potential for helping researchers and educators to 
understand the relationship between learning styles and cultural 
differences as these apply to Indian students. 



2.5 Other 

There are other bipolar distributions which are discussed in 
the literature, but which have not been applied to Indian 
•students. Some of these ares Action Oriented/Reflection 
Oriented (Mamchur, 1^81); Ve r ba 1 / Non ve r ba 1 (discussed to some 
extent under Modality and Perceptual studies) and Concrete/ 
Abstract. Two other continua that have been proposed by teachers 
are Tr ial -a nd - Er4?o r /Obs e r ve-an d- Do and Cooperation/Com petit ion/ 
Independence. ^ 

•2.6 Some Tentative Results from Our Studies 

Data from out studies ^t U.B.C. are being analyzed at the 
^present ti.ne. They will be reporter- as completed. Some of our 
tentative results suggest: (a)' relative strength among Indian 
studeFits in Imaginal coding (as measured by pa i r e d - a s s o c 1 a t o 
tasksj); (b) relative weakness in verbal coding; (c) relative 
s t r e/i gth Inholistlc processing on both verbal and non-verbal 
t a sric s (d) relative strength in slmu'ltaneous processing; but a 
•possibility that cuccessive processing abilities develop much 
slower than simultaneous skills and (e) the possibility of using 
strengths in Simultaneous processing to develop successive 
processing. Results on other bipolar distributions are not ready 
to report at this time. 

4. Teaching and Communlcat ion' Styles 

Teaching and communication styles are related to learning 
styles', alt hough ^ they are. no't the same. Some exciting work has 
been done by Scollon^ and Scollon (jl982), Phillips (1972) and 
Erickson^and Mohatt (1982) on culturally based conranlcatlon 
styles as they apply to the classroom, Klein feld has completed 
valuable studies of teacher effectiveness with Indian students 
(Klelnfeld, 1970). 
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